sigma is planning to carry out a collaborative educational research project in mathematics support leadership using a method called Appreciative Inquiry (AI) [1]. The co-researchers will include leaders of mathematics support centres, leading developers of mathematics support resources and authors of published articles on mathematics support in UK Higher Education (HE). The aim of the research will be to learn from each other and to encourage further development by analysing and building on individual strengths and successes. It hopes to extend "MathTEAM's" previous case study research [2] and its associated good practice guide [3] by inquiring into critical issues across the sector in a more focussed manner.
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As a Centre for Excellence in Teaching and Learning (CETL), sigma received funding largely to extend and improve its mathematics support provision at Coventry and Loughborough Universities. However, we strongly desire to be a centre for excellence, not a centre of excellence by appreciating and encouraging excellent practice in mathematics support across the UK HE sector. In addition to our current strategies of dissemination and the funding of new support centres, we wish to encourage excellence by engaging with the UK mathematics support community through collaborative research.
Appreciative Inquiry (AI) is a variant and conceptual reconfiguration of action research. Instead of taking a problem-based approach, it aims to bring innovative change in organisations by focussing on successes and strengths. It is based on the 4 stage cycle shown in Fig 1. As an educational research method, AI is viewed as unorthodox but legitimate [4] . It is currently gaining popularity due to the similarity between the concepts of appreciation and the recognition and reward for excellence that underpins the UK Centres for Excellence in Teaching and Learning (CETL) programme [5] . It is one of the three evaluation paradigms which informed the formative evaluation of the CETL programme currently underway [6] and was also the preferred evaluation method of several individual CETLs in their recent internal evaluations. AI has also been proposed as a method for evaluating and improving HE organisational performance [7] .
AI is therefore a method for encouraging positive change within HEIs whilst not having to ignore or generalise on the specific constraints of individual institutional contexts or the strengths and weaknesses of individuals.
Whilst focussing on mathematics support does not provide the whole picture of mathematics education (in a broad sense) in UK HE, it is a fairly well defined subset which we feel is suitable for this kind of collaborative research as its existence Our method for selecting co-researchers will include contacting the leaders of mathematics support centres, the lead developers of mathematics support resources and the authors of published articles on mathematics support. We plan to make all our initial contacts before the end of 2007. However, we may not cover everyone, but we should in this way and would be happy to hear from you if you are interested in being involved in this research. If so, please contact me at the above address. The research itself will start with an initial interview that may take between 1 and 2 hours.
